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time. Here just a brief survey of the various versions of the Alexander legend among the non-Hellenic peoples of the Christian Orient will be presented; Byzantine material proper can be noted only marginally. 6 The oldest such oriental witness is the Armenian version/ Extant in over thirty manuscripts,8 it represents a translation made directly from the Greek. It has been dated very early, to the fifth century; this dating may need revision, because it assumes in turn the wrong fifth-century dating of Moses Xorenac'i's history, which is textually dependent on the Armenian Pseudo-Callisthenes.9 This Armenian version is nevertheless a good witness to an early recension of the Alexander romance. 10 Of particular interest is the fact that several Armenian manuscripts are richly illustrated, and the cycle may well go back to a prototype, to lost late antique illustrations of the early Greek Pseudo-Callisthenes. 11 The Alexander romance is the only work of profane Greek entertainment literature, as opposed to technical or philosophical works, which was translated from Greek into Armenian in late antiquity. The influence of this version, apart from traces in Armenian historiography, was slight, although it was translated into Turkish late in the seventeenth century. 12 There seems to have existed no full translation of the Greek Pseudo-Callisthenes in Georgian, the other major Christian literary language of the Caucasus area; only Georgian translations, possibly via a Slavonic intermediate stage, of the late medieval Byzantine Alexander legend are known. 13 Of an early Coptic version in the Sahidic dialect (? sixth century) only fragments survive, from a single manuscript (eleventh century), the Coptic text seems to be affiliated to the so-called (3-recension of the Greek. 14 This is all rather meager for Christian Egypt -was Alexander too much of a Greek to stimulate the imagination of the nationalistic Copts?
The Syriac version of Pseudo-Callisthenes 15 extant in several, albeit late (and unilluminated!) manuscripts, has an interesting history and was immensely more influential than any of the oriental versions thus far discussed. Attempts to connect directly the Syriac with Greek or Arabic prototypes have failed; in fact it has been convincingly demonstrated by Theodor Noldeke, in a monograph which still is absolutely essential for the serious study of the Alexander romance, that the Syriac was translated from a lost Middle Persian, Pahlavi original. 16 Both the dating and the purpose of this lost Pahlavi version from the Greek are matters of speculation; in any case the translator was probably a Nestorian Christian, since in Zoroastrian Pahlavi literature Alexander is a uniformly negative figure. 17 Was this Pahlavi translation intended for edification and entertainment at the court of some Hellenophile Sasanian emperor, or was it meant for the Persian Christians themselves? The Syriac translation in turn should probably be dated to the late sixth or the early seventh century. 18 Textually it is affiliated with the oldest Greek recension, but also shows some interesting additions, in par- It is well known that Alexander appears in the Koran (Sura 18) under the name of E)u'l-Qarnain, the hero with the two horns. In particular he is described there as shutting in the tribes of Yajuj waMajuj, the biblical Gog and Magog, by means of an iron gate or dam until the end of time, when they shall burst out of their captivity. 25 Now, this episode is not found in the oldest form of the Greek Alexander romance; it was only interpolated, as we shall presently see, into later Byzantine medieval recensions of the text from elsewhere; that is, the Alexander romance stride dictu cannot be considered as a source of the Koranic narrative. 26 The story of the gate27 by contrast is well attested in other related early Alexander legends, to which we shall now turn. This is material which is of interest not only for elucidating the background of the seminal Koranic presentation but also more generally for the emergence of a Christian apocalyptic interpretation of Alexander.
The most important text of this nature is a relatively short Syriac narrative, entitled 'an exploit (neshana) of Alexander, the son of Philip the Macedonian, how he went forth to the ends of the world and made a gate of iron and shut it in the face of the north wind, that the Hunaye might not come forth to plunder the lands.'28 manuscript dating to the fifteenth century, noted at second hand in Gary, Alexander, 12, n. This work, in all its manuscript forms, follows the Syriac version of the Alexander romance proper, but does not appear to depend on it directly. It claims to have been taken 'from the writings in the house of the archives of the kings of Alexandria'29 but seems to be in fact an original Syriac composition, not a translation from Greek. It is by no means a full biography of Alexander; in particular any allusion to the histoire scandaleuse of Olympias and Nectanebus is lacking. It deals only with Alexander's travels, the building of the gate against the barbarians and the subsequent defeat of the king of Persia. The apocalyptic element is very pronounced in this work; Alexander is depicted as a pious, proto-Christian instrument of God, endowed with the gift of prophetic utterance. Several features of the text also occur in the Koranic narrative -the famous horns of Alexander, the journey to the west and then to the east, and of course the central theme of the gate, which will be opened at an apocalyptic Endzeit by divine command. But, although this has been proposed by Noldeke30 and often repeated since,31 the work also does not qualify as a direct source for the 'two-horned' Alexander of the Koran, at least not in its present form; recent investigations indicate an ex eventu knowledge of the Khazar invasion of Armenia in A.D. 629. 32 This prose legend (neshana) was then in turn the literary source of the Syriac metrical homily attributed to Jacob of Sarug (sixth century) in the manuscripts.33 The poem however was actually written in the seventh century, shortly before the Muslim conquest of Mesopotamia and Palestine.34 The political dimension of apocalyptic in this work is very interesting. Thus, Alexander's conquests are identified in detail with Heraclius's territorial gains (or potential claims),35 and the politically conciliant feature of the neshana, that, despite the Persian defeat, the guarding of the gate is a contractually fixed joint Roman-Persian responsibility, 36 is passed over in the poem in silence. The legend of Alexander's shutting in of Gog and Magog is also found in the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, a quite obscure, but extremely influential text, primarily devoted to the eschatological interpretation of the Arab conquest. This work also was composed in Syriac, sometime in the last quarter of the seventh century,37 although it was soon translated not only into Greek,38 but also from Greek into Latin. 39 The account of Alexander's gate in Pseudo-Methodius is not identical with that of the Syriac neshana, but has some significant differing features, which preclude a literary dependence. The gate is located at 'the breasts of the north', a geographical designation otherwise found only in Syriac sources. 40 As recent research has abundantly shown, it is the account of Alexander's gate from this Greek Pseudo-Methodius text which was added to later recensions of the Alexander romance (and not conversely!). 41 It is in the form enriched with this apocalyptic interpolation that the Alexander romance became widespread in the Byzantino-Slavic world. The borrowing in some of the recensions of Pseudo-Callisthenes is made directly from Pseudo-Methodius. 42 In some manuscripts, however, the Pseudo-Methodius material is further elaborated, true to the genre of the Alexander romance, as a letter from Alexander to his mother Olympias, and cast in a non-apocalyptic form.43 Is this last in itself an archaic feature, prior to the apocalyptic colouring which was gradually given, under the influence of several barbarian invasions of the fourth to seventh centuries, to the story of Alexander's building of the Caspian Gates? The point richly deserves further investigation! It is hoped that the importance of the several Christian oriental versions and offshoots of Alexander romance has been made clear. Much more research is of course needed, primarily on the Syriac material. The apocalyptic dimension of Alexander's building of the gate to confine the barbarians, although no invention of the Syriacspeaking Christians (Jewish influences certainly played a role),44 came to be at any rate significantly developed in Mesopotamian Christian circles. The image of Alexander as apocalyptic guardian of civilization and inspired prophet of the one God was mediated to the medieval Muslim and Byzantine world through the literary activity of these oriental Christians, whose pivotal intellectual and religious contributions to the civilization of the Mediterranean are still all too often insufficiently appreciated.
